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Logic and Creativity

I have spent part of my working life to date as a composer, and then part as a manager.  The move from one to the other was voluntary and deliberate.  I could have continued with what many thought of as a charmed and enviable life, earning a decent living by writing music for television and radio, working every day with glamorous and imaginative people.  Yet I moved on because I believed that working in management was more participative and more creative.  I want to explore why that is.

It is a charged, value-full word, creativity.  It is a Good Thing, to be encouraged in the employees of well-adjusted learning organisations.  There are ‘how to’ books about promoting it.  Linking artistic endeavour with business is fashionable.  A training intervention is currently available in which manager-delegates can sit with specific instruments within an orchestra as it performs, and so realise in a practical sense truths about, for example, what it feels like to try to perform one’s line without being able to hear other critical instruments, or what performers really need of their conductors, or what transformations can occur when the entire orchestra/organisation is in good alignment—and how it feels to be playing out of tune.  Business literature examines creativity as invention—emphasising newness and something-from-nothing; or looks at it only within imagination-oriented businesses such as media, graphic design, or marketing agencies; or focuses on creativity as if it were a tool, to be deployed in certain sessions and techniques like brainstorming or mind-mapping, which will solve problems or discover new insights.  Creative thought is about inspiration and flashes of insight, good ideas, a knack for lateral thinking, the opposite of the traditional.

Or creativity is at the heart of new, post-Newtonian visions of how organisations might work in the future.  It is the fellow of magical chaos, the outcome of explosive phase changes as organisations oscillate uncomfortably between order and disintegration.  It promotes singularly gushing accounts of its coming into being:

Any moment now the earth will crack open and we will stare into its dark centre.  Into that smoking caldera, we will be asked to throw most of what we have treasured, most of the techniques and tools that have made us feel competent.  We know what we must do.  And when we finally step forward to do it, when we have made our sacrificial offerings to the gods of understanding, then the ruptures will cease.  Healing waters will cover the land, giving birth to new life, burying forever the ancient, rusting machines of our past understandings.  And on these waters we will set sail to places we now can only imagine.  There we will be blessed with new visions and new magic.  We will feel once again like creative participants in this mysterious world.

These are part of my personal understanding of what creativity is, too, but they seem to be either essentially limited and limiting, or so breathless as to be without substance.  They attempt to smooth the edges, contain, understand and, by understanding, tame; or they deny understanding.  They attempt to apply risk analysis to something which is quintessentially risk itself, or they place it on a pedestal and worship without attempting comprehension.  It can be all of these things, but it can also be their opposites.  Creativity can mean innovation, but it can also mean the rediscovery of old truths that have become mouldy and moss-covered.  A dissection of creativity into components or examples seems to me to kill it dead; I want to find other ways of thinking and writing about it.  There is no untruth in any of these lines of inquiry, but there is not much rich truth, either.

When I stare inward and concentrate on what creativity means I sense a set of feelings, a breathed atmosphere, a scent, that is common both to a sensation of going well in a composition and going well in a meeting, a conversation, a project.  There is a smell of danger, too, of disturbance and lack of control, of being outside the comfort zone.  Questions, as opposed to statements, come into it; as do enthusiasm and passion, sensitivity and empathy, and the deliberate giving away of agendas.  Euphoria can be there, but often as a problem, because creativity in the workplace can be cliquey and exclusive.  There can be arrogance, vanity, and lack of humility, but also insecurity and loneliness.  Authenticity, both real and manipulated, is there too.

What is this creativity?  How does it work?  If it is good and valuable, how can I encourage it, both in myself and in those with whom I work and associate?  Why do I instinctively feel that there are interesting inter-penetrations between the world of the creative artist and the world of the manager?  What might they be; what is their nature, do they cast a useful light on either discipline?  Can one manage better—whatever that means—through thinking about composing or painting; can one compose better, by understanding how collections of people behave in the context of an organisation?

These seem like valid questions.  Can I emerge with some ringing truths about creativity in management that glisten and intrigue?  But the topic is slippery.  It does not admit of ‘one best way’ thinking.  I spent about five years as a composer/producer at the BBC Radiophonic Workshop and thought a great deal about what circumstances were the most fruitful for inspiration.  At the time it seemed to be a matter of observing the status quo when work was successful, and trying to draw out the threads of rules from that observation.  Did time pressure work?  Physical tiredness, or alertness?  Interest in the subject matter?  Stimulants like nicotine or alcohol?

Of course I found this was pointless, just as every other creative artist has found who has naively asked the same questions.  The more conviction I felt about an apparent moment of enlightenment, the more certain I could be that subsequently I would form further observations or conclusions that eclipsed or denied the first, often laughably, or depressingly or painfully.

In the end I doubt that an examination of creativity such as this will emerge with any more, or better, ‘how to’ ideas than already exist in a hundred books about brainstorming and mind-mapping.  But perhaps it is possible to inquire into its nature, to examine some of the givens about its functioning within individuals and groups, and what happens in the spaces between creative individuals.  Above all, I would like to discover some of the interconnecting paths between what we think of as artistic creativity, such as poetry and composition, and the creativity that organisations strive for as the means of survival in a diverse and competitive business world.

It would be a glib conceit to propose that these are the same, then seek to prove it.  I suspect that is just sweet conjecture.  However, as complexity in organisations increases and we begin to learn new epistemologies in which ambiguity, paradox and irony are key, so the essential grammar of those artistic enterprises—the way thought is built and expressed—becomes increasingly valuable.  Ambiguity, paradox and irony are their stock in trade.  They give us the right kind of language.

What I feel is a more honest course of inquiry, therefore, is simply to narrate, with only a minimal sense of overall direction or control, and to allow the conclusions of the narrative to settle and lie, even when they are contradictory.  What drives this is the natural quest for meaning; to derive answers to questions like ‘why did I do that?’ and ‘how could I do it better next time?’, and so draw out conclusions to help make better decisions in the future: to exercise the action-reflection cycle.  But what I observe is that those answers are often messy and ragged, and do not fit into nice whole theories.  The best I can hope to come up with is a more interesting set of questions.

This, then, posits an approach to writing about creativity in a management context which itself reflects some essential beliefs that I am beginning to form about that creativity.  It allows a truth to emerge of itself, rather than proposing a conclusion and then proving it; the process of writing is, here, part of the statement which is being expressed; the writing represents a way of waiting for truth to emerge.  I do not know, at this stage, here at the end of the thirteenth paragraph, what that truth is going to be, but the trick is to stay open to it when, if, it comes.

I want to describe a particular set of feelings which are associated with the creative moment.  (This is not to imply that creativity is only about creative moments, but one has to start somewhere.) This is familiar enough to be like a recognised scent or taste—something which cannot be conjured up, but which can be greeted like an old friend when it comes.  Then, perhaps, I can look at occasions when that scent returns in managerial contexts, and see if anything interesting comes out.

I have to put down some careful warnings here.  To write about being creative is to make a claim about being creative, and that, in turn, will invite an immediate set of judgments about the degree and quality of that creativity.  I have written music professionally and earned a living from it.  It was not very good music, judged by the standards of the great composers, or even the lesser ones.  Much of it was applied music, that is, specially composed for specific objectives, such as accompanying television pictures or signalling the flavour of a programme.  Competitiveness is endemic in the media, and one is constantly re-evaluating oneself and one’s output against the prevailing fashion and popular taste, and against more substantial reflections of what constitutes weight and value in art.  This hall of mirrors flatters one minute, damns the next.  Ultimately, quality is precarious and unfathomable, and I make no claim to great writing.  It was writing of the moment, it did its job, was paid for, heard, forgotten.  But I have a very clear sense of how it came into being, and how creativity worked around it.  That is what I want to examine.

In 1981 I was commissioned to write the music for a series of six one-hour radio features called ‘Tales from the South China Seas’, about the British in the East Indies.  It was produced by Michael Mason, a well-established producer with whom I had worked as a studio engineer on a previous series, ‘The British Seafarer’.  Michael already had several radio landmarks to his credit, notably ‘Plain Tales from the Raj’, and was a revered practitioner in the (now largely extinct) art form of the Radio Feature.

I was beginning to make a name for myself writing music for television and radio, and when I heard he was planning a new series I went to his garret office on the top floor of Broadcasting House and offered to write the music.  “Are you good?” he asked.  “I think so,” I replied.  That was the full extent of the audition.  I later learned he had already made inquiries about my work with other producers.

On the strength of this commission I secured an attachment of three months to the Radiophonic Workshop, the BBC’s in-house composition and special sound centre at Maida Vale studios.  Having already worked there for a while previously, for ‘South China Seas’ I was keen to use the Workshop’s latest acquisition, a Fairlight Synthesiser.  This was a new computer-based machine which was capable of sampling real sound and playing it back, at pitch, via a keyboard.  In later years this became commonplace in electronic music but at the time it was brand new, and offered a fast way of achieving the richness of musique concrête without having to cut up and edit bits of tape.

I read everything I could find about the indigenous music of Bali and Java.  Michael sent over lists of records he had auditioned, with his handwritten comments—‘nice gong on Band 3’, ‘good, possible sig tune?’.  He outlined what he wanted for the main introductory theme: ‘blue skies, wide seas...’

We arranged with the Indonesian Embassy to record the sounds of the instruments of the gamelan they had stored in the basement.  It was the most complete gamelan in London at the time.  It was housed in the photocopier room, and we had to stop the recording every time a clerk came to use the photocopier.  I transferred the sampled sounds into the Fairlight and started assembling the notional orchestra, adding wind and percussion instruments to the collection of metallophones and xylophones that made up the gamelan.

I listened again through the records Michael had said he liked, and to other music inspired by the indigenous sounds such as that of Debussy.  I set to work on the main theme and wrote what I felt embodied all the requirements Michael had set out.  It is Band 1 on the accompanying cassette tape.

I invited Michael over to the Maida Vale studios and played it to him.  He was polite about it, but it was clear that he was not as enthralled as he should be.  “Try again,” he said.  “Write your own music, not someone else’s”.

This was a setback, but a justified one.  As a first attempt it was not inspired.  It was even derivative.  He was right to reject it.

The music of the gamelan does not use Western scales.  Whereas we are used to a chromatic scale, in which there are twelve more or less equal intervals between one octave and the next, the gamelan scales are different: either slendro, with five divisions per octave, or pelog, with seven.  These intervals are not exactly even—the slight variations in tuning mark out differences between gamelans—but to Western ears the shock of hearing harmonies that just do not exist in chromatic music is enough to eclipse these nuances.

With the Fairlight it was possible to set the octave to have any number of equal divisions, as well as the normal twelve.  Nobody had yet found a use for this feature—it was probably only available because the technology made it possible, rather than because users wanted it—but  I started using it to experiment with the slendro and pelog tunings.

This letting go of Western scales, coupled with Michael’s invitation to let go of the influences he had mustered up for me, was the release that allowed inspiration to take hold.  The main theme came quickly, in the pelog (7 note) scale, using harmonies that had not existed before detuning the instrument.  As often happens with such moments of creativity, there was now no question: this was the right theme.  It felt as if my job was simply to grasp it out of the ether and put it down on tape.  It already existed.  It was not ‘composed’, it was merely captured.

Michael heard it and was delighted.  It is Band 2 on the cassette.  I went on to create some two hours or so of music for the series which was well reviewed in the press.  Indeed, on the very morning of my job interview for a permanent position as a producer at the Radiophonic Workshop, The Times gave a particularly glowing review of the music.  I got the job.

Why tell this story?  The reason is that it has a bearing on how people can create the circumstances in which creativity, inspiration, can strike.  I am here thinking quite specifically of inspiration, operating in the single creative mind, though I want later to broaden this out into how it works across teams in the world of management and work.  For the moment here is Carlos Chávez’ definition of inspiration:

Inspiration is a state of spirit, a state of mind, and—why not?—a state of ecstasy (in its rigorous sense of being carried away), in which all the mental, psychic and spiritual forces of the individual concur intensely for a single purpose, that of creating, composing or investigating in a total concentration of faculties in a given direction.  We do not call all cases of concentration inspiration, but all cases of inspiration involve concentration.

What characterises this ecstatic state, for me, is a sense of absolute, unconditional, rightness.  This is the set of feelings I associate with creativity at work.  In some circumstances it can appear to be breathtaking arrogance and a total lack of humility.  When it occurs, the feeling is of a direct connection with some essential truth, of which one is merely the carrier, the portal through which truth passes.  Like a sculptor carefully removing the pieces of stone that are getting in the way of the statue beneath, so Michael Mason’s encouragement to me to let go of the constraints and ‘oughts’ that were getting in the way allowed the simple truth of the main theme for ‘South China Seas’ to emerge.

This is a familiar conceit for the action of inspiration in composition.  Stockhausen wrote: ‘the essential is what inspiration tells you’.
 Jonathan Harvey, a composer strongly allied to the spiritual (with whom I worked briefly in the early 1980s) sums it up:

This absolute conviction in the rightness of unconscious inspiration has been described by many composers as ‘instinct’: this, rather than the lesser virtues of craftsmanship or intellect, is the essential mark of the creative artist.  ...  There is a striking consensus among composers that unconscious inspiration—or instinct—is both a necessary part of the creative process and an infallible guide when compositional decisions have to be made.  It is exciting, intoxicating, lucid, as seductive and sometimes as fatal as a siren, wayward, elusive, yet essential and infallible to the point of divinity.  Unconscious inspiration is the shared experience on which composers rely...

This connection to essential truth that was manifest when the theme for South China Seas emerged is, for me, also at the heart of real leadership.  I think it is what Joe Jaworski talks of when he describes his view of the role of the leader. Here he is speaking about a conversation with David Bohm in which Bohm’s ideas about the implicate order have been examined:

At a level we cannot see, there is unbroken wholeness—an implicate order out of which seemingly discrete events arise ...  All human beings are part of that unbroken whole which is continually unfolding from the implicate and making itself manifest in our explicate world.  One of the most important roles we can play individually and collectively is to create an opening, or to “listen” to the implicate order unfolding, and then to create dreams, visions, and stories that we sense at our centre want to happen—that, as Buber said, “want to be actualised ...  with human spirit and human deed.”

The conventional view of leadership emphasises positional power and conspicuous accomplishment.  But true leadership is about creating a domain in which we continually learn and become more capable of participating in our unfolding future.  A true leader thus sets the stage on which predictable miracles, synchronistic in nature, can—and do—occur.

The capacity to discover and participate in our unfolding future has more to do with our being—our total orientation of character and consciousness—than with what we do.  Leadership is about creating, day by day, a domain in which we and those around us continually deepen our understanding of reality and are able to participate in shaping the future.  This, then, is the deeper territory of leadership—collectively “listening” to what is wanting to emerge in the world, and then having the courage to do what is required.

I want to map a journey from the singular point of inspiration when the right music reveals itself to how true leadership can create environments in which a similar state of creativity can occur.  But this is getting too far ahead.

What are the differences between the two versions of the main theme for South China Seas, and what can be learned from them about the nature of inspiration?  This might lead to useful observations about creativity really working, successfully, as opposed to mere examples of innovation.  It is, perhaps, unusual to publish a composition which one knows to be weak, especially set alongside something one believes to be stronger.  The first version was never broadcast, and survived by chance on the end of an eighteen-year-old anthology tape I recently rediscovered.

First the obvious ones.  The reject version has a steady rhythm, where the second does not; the second uses a very breathy flute sound, evoking something more primal and sensuous, perhaps, than of the more metallic, repeated-note line of the first; the whole timbre of the first is more mechanical and man-made than the more natural and organic sound of the second.  But none of these differences account for why the second is more ‘inspired’.  There is plenty of inspired mechanical, and uninspired natural, music.

I want instead to get inside the two pieces and examine how they work.  It can be difficult to avoid some straightforward music theory here—harmonic progression, intervals, rhythms and the rest.  What I am seeking is a way of talking about the working of the music as it is heard, in real time, unfolding linearly from the beginning to the end.  This means that the second note, or phrase, bar, sound, has a significance conferred upon it by virtue of its relation to the first; the third, by virtue of the first two; and so on.  Unlike the analysis one can undertake with the score conveniently to hand, leafing backwards and forwards through it to unearth structure and form, this analysis is of the living, linear explication of the music-as-heard.

So the first version begins with a rhetorical flourish of jangling, struck-wire-string sounds: an attention-grabber.  This is immediately followed by the first phrase of the tune, played cimbalom-style, over a soft harmonic background typical of the steady rhythmic frameworks underpinning much Indonesian gamelan music.  This phrase is extremely brief and cuts off before it can do anything.  The arpeggiated jangle repeats, serving firstly to validate itself through repetition, and secondly to mark a rhythmic junction into the next bar.  Then the melodic phrase repeats, exactly as before, but this time extends by a few more notes to a little cadence, which is strengthened by a slight counter-phrase in the harmonic material beneath it.  So why does it repeat?  Why could we not have had this whole phrase, with its cadence, the first time?  There seems little ‘sense’ in this (I will come back later to what ‘sense’ might mean here).  Then we have another repeat, this time from halfway through the phrase, and again adding a few more notes to reach a more final cadence, marked with a third hit of the jangle arpeggio.  The melodic material so far is

a-b : a-b-c : b-c-d

the music then takes a breath (designed as a gap for the Continuity Announcer’s voice-over) and repeats, again, the whole of the tune, with yet another repeat of the c-d element an octave up at the very end.

The total melodic structure is therefore

a-b : a-b-c : b-c-d : a-b-c : b-c-d : c-d

The question I want toask, as I hear this in real time, is why?  What is the connective reasoning between these elements, other than repetition—which in this case seems inconsequential and ‘meaningless’?

Now examine the second version.  This begins with a single note, articulated with a slight grace-note to start, which plays for long enough to establish a harmonic tension with the simple string-style suspended chord beneath it.  The tension comes in part from the unfamiliar harmony of the pelog scale.  Then the melody begins to move, with a triplet of notes to a new, shorter resting place; this is a development of that first grace-note—what began as a one-note downward movement onto the first resting place is now a three-note movement to the second.  There is a relationship of significance between the two movements.  One note has become three notes, within the same, repeated, sense-atom.  Then a slowed-down grace-note, lower in pitch, and an inverted grace-note to the next resting place.  Already, therefore, we have had an initial statement (the first grace-note); a development, using three notes instead of one; a further development-in-repetition, slowed down and lower in pitch; then a further development again, inverting the movement.

To press on with this kind of detail would soon become tedious, so I will briefly look at how it works at phrase-level rather than individual notes.  This first phrase is ‘answered’ (for that feels like the right term to use) by a slow upward arpeggio in the tenor voice, a harp-like sound.  This passes back to the main melodic line again, which does a yet more intriguing development of the first phrase.  It takes part of it as a straight repetition at lower pitch, then inverts the earlier succeeding developments—I leave the reader-listener to work it out.  This then passes to a new alto line (on bell-like metallophones) with a brief ‘summary’ of the downward movement so far and then a startling descant takes the triplet-based, second grace-note movement into a rhetorical flourish which is just a downward cascade of bell-sounds, produced, as I recall, by laying an elbow and forearm down on the keyboard.

Enough.  I will forego the rest of the second piece.  My reason for going into this level of detail on fragments of music is to show how the more ‘inspired’ has more sophisticated internal logic than the less.  The fragments are motivated and given reason to exist by their predecessors.  There is cumulative significance, a building-up of meaning in the linear procession of ideas as they unfold in real time.

I know that I was not at all conscious of any of this at the time of writing.  All I could have expressed was that rather over-exposed, woolly sentiment of channelling.  ‘It felt as if my job was simply to grasp it out of the ether and put it down on tape.  It already existed.  It was not ‘composed’, it was merely captured.’  Indeed, this dissection of the two pieces has come as a surprise to me as I write it, especially working out the inversions and developments of the second melody.  So what was going on?

The interesting point here is precisely this lack of awareness, both on my part as the originator and, I would conjecture, on the listener’s part too, of all the complex atomic-level internal referencing that is going on as the pieces are played.  But this rather dry analysis after the event shows why there was such a ‘rightness’ about the successful piece and why the other felt limp and derivative.  It seems there were unconscious choices being made at the time of writing (or at the moment of creativity, if you will) which, with hindsight, have subtlety and complexity about them, but which at the time ‘just felt like the right thing to do’.

I would like to think of this linear, progressive unfolding of a sequence of ‘right things to do’, whose ‘rightness’ consists of the cumulative significance and inter-relatedness of the fragments of creativity that precede them, as a kind of living logic.  I find this term useful because logics are about rules for connecting elements together, whether in arguments or essays or Boolean equations; and the prefix living expresses how this is a logic which only works in the moment it occurs.  After that moment, I suggest, it collapses and cannot be understood in its own terms, although it can be translated and verified in the analytic terms used here to dissect the two pieces—a dead logic.

To take this a little further, the contention here is that, in the more inspired piece, the first musical fragment, or ‘sense-atom’, gives the reason for the second to exist.  They in turn give the reason for the next, and the next, and so on.  ‘Give the reason for’ means ‘can answer why questions about’.  In the second piece, why does the second phrase begin with a triplet downward movement?  Because the first phrase was a single grace-note downward movement.  Why is the tenor line an upward arpeggio?  Because it is answering the soprano line.  But in the first piece, why does the second phrase repeat the first and then just extend it?  I don’t know.

Perhaps these answers to the why questions do not convince.  That does not matter—it is because the logic has died in the moment it was born.  The point is that there is some aura of reasoning about the way the pieces work, in real time, as they are listened to, as opposed to how they exist on a page of manuscript.  I am not trying to argue that there are rules or consistency in this logic.  Often the reason why one relationship is the way it is will be the exact opposite of the reason why another relationship is the way it is.  ‘Because it is the same, repeated’.  ‘Because it is different’.  I am merely suggesting that the relationships are of the nature of logic, which therefore confers rightness, and that this logic is transient and ephemeral.

So the moment of creativity comprises the free application of my personal living logic to bring an overarching sense of rightness.  This derives from a connective force binding the sense atoms as they unfold linearly over time, which at the moment of their birth has the characteristics of a logic.  After the event we can find atrophied remains of the logic in the form of interesting relationships such as repetition, inversion, development and so on; but the true logic is a living one, in the moment, which collapses when examined.  It is, I suggest, a powerful communicator when synchronous with its equivalent in others.  The analogies with the theories of sub-atomic particle physics and Complexity Theory are obvious and rich, and I would like to develop them later.

There is a living logic operating too, of course, in the writing of this piece, and your reading of it.  Intertwined with the inductive logic of the unfolding argument with which I am seeking to persuade the reader of the validity of these ideas, there is the living logic of decisions that are more playful and poetic.  These include, for example, when to stop the detailed analysis of the notes of the second piece for fear of boredom, or the self-derogatory back-reference six paragraphs ago to the earlier statement about channelling, or the decision here, to step outside the main flow and comment on the fact of stepping outside the main flow.  By doing so I am seeking to share with you, the reader, the living enactment of the object of research; to make it real for you, as it is for me, in an experiential, creative way rather than simply writing about it; and so, perhaps, to validate it.  More on validation later.

This dry account has been necessary in order to ground the elusive notion of a living logic before it flies off.  A musical example is helpful because there is minimal cross-contamination from the other logics, such as rational argument, that apply with the written word.  Nevertheless it is with the written and spoken word that we can begin to develop ideas about learning and inspiration, and what goes on when my living logic is synchronous with yours; when each thought I express, in the moment I express it, is as true and right for you as it is for me, because we share the same instantaneous sense of truth.  I think this might be what happens when we share learning.

Before pursuing these ideas about synchronous living logics, however, I want to go back to the grounding environment in which the two pieces were composed.  This is because I may be giving a trick answer to the question ‘what happens in the creative moment?’.  I am arguing that the validity of the created truth—or in this case, the musical worth of a created signature tune—can be expressed in terms of the internal atomic-level truths of the relationships between particles of meaning, or their ‘living logic’.  Is this cheating?  Am I merely replacing one huge claim with an infinite number of smaller claims, which are no more validated than the greater but easier to accept as axiomatic?

The environments for the two pieces were very different.  For the former, the sense of what the end product had to be was very strong.  It had to delight its commissioner; sound like examples he had supplied of what he wanted; be vaguely ethnic/Eastern/Chinese in flavour; plus do all the things signature tunes are normally expected to do, such as run to a predefined length, invite the listener to stay with the programme, and so on.  This is the normal situation for applied music.

My recollection of the composition of the piece is that these outcomes were very much present in my mind.  Therefore, in such circumstances, one is constantly testing potential elements against the desired outcome.  An idea for a basic harmonic carrier comes along: does it sound Indonesian?  Yes—use it.  A way of building a cimbalom-like sound for a melodic line occurs: does it sound a bit Chinese?  Yes—use it.  As each component is tested against the declared objective, it is included if it meets requirement, rejected if it fails.  The result is correct, but it is not organic.  It does not live.

The circumstances of writing the second were different.  There was, to begin with, some security—the first was ‘in the can’ and would suffice if all else failed.  There was also an invitation from Michael Mason to set aside the goal.  “Write your own music, not someone else’s”.  He allowed the possibility of not achieving the goal, and made the goal of secondary importance: he was open to outcome.  Indeed he had already signalled this openness by his rather peremptory auditioning technique.  He was open to risk, too.  This meant I could play, and allow an overall sense to emerge silently from the individual decisions made in the course of writing, without operating that deadly continuous check-back system.

This is not an endorsement for some ill-disciplined, unbounded, anarchic or hedonistic environment in which whim and fancy run riot.  I think of it more as a balance of values.  What works is when the end goal is held lightly; when the possibility that it might not be achieved is allowed, in the context of a zero-sum game of chance.  There is a chance it might fail, but also an equal chance that something better than the goal might emerge, or even something wonderful.

My belief is that the outcome was the stronger because the sense elements were allowed to find their own right relevancies to each other, rather than to the whole.  The outcome, happily, still conformed to requirement, but the possibility had been allowed that it might not.  The reason it conformed was that each of the building bricks from which it was constructed was pre-loaded, as it were, with the desired outcome.  The gamelan-sampled sounds, the pelog scale tuning and the choice of instrumentation were all conspiring to point the work in the right direction, without constraining it by constant back-referencing.

I later took this notion to a further extreme in some of the main incidental music for the series.  I tried laying down tracks on a multi-track tape machine for a piece lasting about four minutes without listening to what had already been recorded on the other tracks.  The degree to which these musical lines harmonised together and found their natural peaks and troughs of tension was, therefore, entirely down to an unconscious clock measuring the same phrasing for the piece in each case.  They did coincide, rather interestingly, and the piece worked.  The overall sense was present within the components, even when the components could not overtly reference each other.

I have also noticed how, when writing an account in a free and journal-like way, rather than to a pre-worked plan, a strong framework emerges naturally.  A sense of phrasing—beginning-middle-end, crisis-and-resolution—will emerge with minimal editing.  This is a phenomenon acknowledged by a professional novelist acquaintance with whom I want to pursue the idea further in due course.

Therefore, I believe, these assertions about living logic are not simply the replacing of one great claim by infinite smaller ones.  Something different happens when one allows little judgements to occur by themselves, consistent with their immediate neighbours according to the private logic that is right for them but not continuously referenced to the desired whole.  The sense-ligaments that so connect them are different entities from the overall sense of the whole piece that emerges; they are not merely smaller versions of it.

It is becoming obvious that these ideas must be set in the context of contemporary thinking on complexity.  The notion of sense-elements bound together by living logic and operating so as to unfold an overarching ‘grand sense’—as opposed to a Newtonian perspective in which that grand sense is itself a driver with which the individual sense elements must comply—is a clear parallel to the notion in Complexity Theory of agents operating within complex adaptive feedback networks according to individual schemas, and thus actualising the strange attractor shapes that are implicate in the agents themselves.  For my sense atoms, take Complexity Theory’s agents; for living logic, the simple set of rules in an agent’s schema; for my composed outcome, the archetype.  And in the same way that I observe how much richer the piece will be if the writing process does not continually attempt to predict and measure the quality of the outcome, so ‘long term specific outcomes will not be predictable but general archetypal behaviours may be and, if not, such patterns will at least be recognisable to perceptive observers when they occur’.

Complexity Theory is elegant and seductive.  It is tempting to be drawn further in, and delve even deeper into the dynamics of creativity as it operates in the phase transition between the stable and unstable zones of mind, or to follow Melanie Klein’s concept of the depressive position, the ‘place in the mind where we are able to hold the ambiguities and paradoxes of life and contain the anxiety they generate’.
 But this is a different track from the one I want to pursue.  The creativity of the Complexity Theorists is a generic concept embracing all forms of coming-into-being-from-nothing.  It does not happily address questions of value, usefulness, or worth except in the recursive sense of fitness.  Complexity Theory’s fitness landscape
  is one in which different schemas compete for dominance in terms of longevity or other predefined winning criteria, such as happiness or food.  But this examination of creativity wants a richer judgment than fitness.  Whatever its anatomy or pedigree, my interest in the creative moment lies in its capacity to inspire, teach, and enrich others.  Without losing the concrete grounding that Complexity Theory gives to this inquiry, I want to return to what happens inside co-creativity, creativity-communicated and its relationship with learning.

To recapitulate: I have suggested that what characterises the creative moment for me is a particular set of feelings which include risk, danger and fear, but overwhelmingly a sense of rightness.  Metaphorically this sense of rightness is a channel to some ultimate truth, the sculpture beneath the stone.  Much of what is written by practising composers and artists about creativity describes this channel, but presses no further to understand its nature.  In attempting to get inside this metaphor, I have suggested that what is actually happening is a linear sequence of atomic-level rightnesses, constituting a kind of instantaneous living logic that applies in the moment and whose course cannot be predicted.  It can, however, be analysed retrospectively to reveal the minute ligaments of meaning that bind sense elements together, second to first, third to first and second, fourth to first second and third, and so on.  For this logic to thrive it must be given space and valued, which means that outcome is held only lightly.  However, to increase the chances of an outcome that satisfies, or even delights, the creative components are themselves pre-charged with that desired outcome.

At this point three new questions emerge.

 How do I validate this further?

 How do I take these ideas beyond the first person, into co-creativity and joint learning?

 How do I reconcile this position—hardly a revolutionary one—that truly powerful creativity is somewhat serendipitous and only minimally outcome-driven, with the real world of business objectives, targets and bottom lines?

In dealing with validity questions I have no wish to hide behind a self-reflexive postmodernist shield.  As David Bridges says, ‘unless postmodernist writers resort to a genre of writing … which relies more or less exclusively on injunction and interrogation, they will almost inevitably get drawn into (i) forms of expression which imply the truth of what is asserted and (ii) forms of argument which imply the procedures by which these assertions are given the warrant of truth..’
 This paper is indeed drawn into such forms of expression.

However, I also recognise that the validation of these assertions is multi-textured.  To begin with I need to clarify what kind of assertions they are; what sort of epistemological territory we are traversing.  This inquiry appears at this point to be less about a research topic itself, than about a way of knowing about that research topic.  Furthermore, of the characteristics of action research—to be ‘experiential, participatory and action-oriented’
—it is only the first and third.  Because that research topic is, at this stage, entirely a first-person observation, about my experience of writing my music, it is something akin to exploring a cul-de-sac to examine it further at this level.  However, I have been trying to probe inside a metaphor—the claim of the creative artist to being able to ‘plug in’ to the Zeitgeist, implicate order, or what you will—and understand that metaphor, put more flesh around it.  That understanding constitutes a set of temporary theories which, in turn, provoke more interesting questions about other first and second person experiences, and so the cycle goes on (although there is a dilemma in allowing oneself to remain open to new possibilities while testing the truth of such theories in the subsequent action turn).  They come from ‘a process of improvisation as we draw on different aspects of our prior professional and general knowledge in the course of the inquiry.  This theoretical dimension of an action research inquiry may be thought of as a sort of journey of self-discovery.’
 The nature of these assertions, therefore, at this stage, is describing the telescope with which the cul-de-sac is viewed.

Donald Schön’s outline of reflection-in-action seems to fit what this inquiry is about quite perfectly.  Here is Schön’s description:

The process of reflection-in-action begins when a spontaneous performance—such as riding a bicycle, playing a piece of music, interviewing a patient, or teaching a lesson—is interrupted by surprise.  Surprise triggers reflection directed both to the surprising outcome and to the knowing-in-action that led to it.  It is as though the performer asked himself, “what is this?” and at the same time, “what understandings and strategies of mine have led me to produce this?” The performer restructures his understanding of the situation—his framing of the problem he has been trying to solve, his picture of what is going on, or the strategy of action he has been employing.  On the basis of this restructuring, he invents a new strategy of action and tries out the new action he has invented, running an on-the-spot experiment whose results he interprets, in turn, as a “solution”, an outcome on the whole satisfactory, or else as a new surprise that calls for a new round of reflection and experiment.  ...  We also have the ability to reflect on such a process, reflecting on reflection-in-action.

It seems to meet that this neatly describes the nature of this inquiry.  The anatomising of why one signature tune was more inspired than the other is precisely the process of the performer restructuring his understanding of the situation.  The adventure is to take this insight forward and use it to illuminate new fields, such as management, but to do this with an open mind, without forcing compliance to a theory.

What makes these ideas about living logic and the application of creativity valid for me at this stage is quite simply that they excite me.  I found the detailed analysis of the internal working of two pieces of music, one of which I knew was inspired (by the private criterion of the ‘creative scent’) and one not, exhilarating.  I felt I was unearthing something hidden.  In one sense, therefore, there is a validation process going on if the reader shares that excitement, and it ‘incites to discourse’ (Lather).  One of Reason and Bradbury’s pointers to good action research is that ‘by drawing on and integrating diverse ways of knowing, ideally people will say of action research work, “that is true, that is right, that is interesting, engaging, thought provoking”.’
 This kind of validity, then, is what Andersen and Herr (quoting Lather) call catalytic validity, the ‘degree to which the research process reorients, focuses, and energizes participants toward knowing reality in order to transform it’
.  (In a delicious meta-irony, such excitement is also validating the theory quite directly, since it is ‘proving’ the transfer between synchronous living logics.  But that way phenomenology lies.)

There is further to go here.  I would like, for example, to take the idea of living logic into critiques of other work.  An earlier piece of writing is attached as an appendix to this paper which applies similar thinking, on a more macroscopic scale, to a Mozart Piano Concerto.  I am also intrigued by its application in inflected languages such as classical Latin and Greek, where word-order is not as essential a part of basic sense-making as it is in English, and therefore more open to subtle expression.

A second development is further to embrace the writing of others on parallel subjects.  I am intrigued by Lyotard’s ‘language games’, for example
.  However, this does not buy much yet.  To progress this needs exposure to others, such as the novelist I have in mind interviewing, or people who have found that the links between artistry and management interest them, too.  This is for a next phase of research.

If this places the inquiry within the action research landscape, where does the topic fit within the landscape of contemporary thinking on validity?

To answer this I want to walk through a summary of that contemporary thinking.  It begins by letting go of the position that validity represents a correspondence between the map—knowledge—and the mapped—reality, and replacing it with a ‘social and linguistic construction of a perspectival reality where knowledge is validated through practice’
.  That construction will, as I understand it, be open ended; rather than seek terminal truths it will encourage the development of more and more sophisticated questions within an open, public discussion; it will track the Socratic conceit that the more I know, the more I realise I do not know.  How far it is taken depends on whether we take consensus as the end point (Habermas) or something beyond consensus, such as Lyotard’s parology
.  So knowledge will emerge through participation in a discourse, and that discourse will be conducted through a language which operates in a variety of modes from rational dialectic at one end of a continuum (of which Socratic dialogue is the archetype) to the aesthetic at the other.  ‘Method as a truth guarantee dissolves; with a social construction of reality, the emphasis is on the discourse of the community.  Communication of knowledge becomes significant, with aesthetics and rhetorics entering into the scientific discourse.’

It seems that inquiry into the nature of creative expression and the notion of living logic fit at the aesthetic end of this continuum.  Where the rational dialectic advances knowledge and creates more sophisticated questions by applying classical logical steps—‘if that is true, then will this be true also?’; so the understanding that comes about from inquiry into creativity and begins to advance knowledge by building a framework in which truth can leap.  For this is what living logic does: it allows truth to make jumps: it is the place where truth escapes its plodding path through dialectical argument and penetrates direct into the mind, like a blazing arrow.  Which tells the greater truth about love: a psychology treatise, or ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day’?  Which will provoke the more interesting questions?

As the Newtonian model is progressively eclipsed by the new sciences, the paradoxes, ellipses, self-referrals and recursive programs of the centre of existence are revealed.  An electron is both a wave and a particle.  A leader is both directive and participative.  To move on, an organisation must destroy itself.  Play is work, work is play.  To express ideas in this place of paradox and ambiguity, language has to bear many meanings at once.  Dialectical argument is but one component.  Expression may need to hold both a truth and its denial, because the duality of the truth and its denial is the real truth.  If we look for places in which ambiguity and paradox can be held together, we look to poetry and music.  Here are stories and analyses and passions and theories and conclusions, all together in one.

Now the second question: how do I take these ideas beyond the first person, into co-creativity and joint learning?  This is, strictly, not second person as it is normally understood in action research, where the process of research opens out to the second person; but rather, involvement of others beyond the self in the topic.

I find the prospect of moving from first to second person very daunting, for two reasons.  First, the temptation to lapse into inductive reasoning is very strong.  I have reflected on my personal experience of writing music and drawn out observations about living logic which I claim to be true.  The overwhelming temptation is to follow the scientific method and now posit these observations as a theory, to be applied and proved true for the second and third person.  It is to resist this that I set out at the beginning of this piece ‘simply to narrate, with only a minimal sense of overall direction or control, and to allow the conclusions of the narrative to settle and lie, even when they are contradictory’.  Even so, it is hard to let the notion go completely and review second and third person experience neutrally, open to the possibility that compliance may or may not be found.

The second reason is that, in my experience, reaching this sense of almost ecstatic rightness as a co-creative process is extremely rare and very precious.  It is easily confused with good teamwork.  An obvious place to look for genuine co-creativity is the making of an artistic enterprise, such as a television programme.  This will typically call on a large number of people, actors, presenters, technicians, crafts-people, accountants, publicists, director, producer, to work together and create an exciting and worthwhile output.  I have been in many such teams, and know the real buzz that goes with the sense of continuously building success, good reviews, and a fabulous end-of-series party.  But this is teamwork, not co-creativity in the same space.  The reason it is successful is that each member is pursuing his or her particular craft and exercising a degree of personal creativity within it, but well differentiated from everyone else.  The director does not act; the actor does not edit; the scene builder does not mix the sound.  Indeed, horrendous flare-ups occur when they attempt to cross paths, and as a manager of Film Editors I can attest to the number of crises that needed to be calmed down when editor, producer or director trod on each other’s toes.  What emerges is textbook, best-practice team work, in which each member’s skills and contribution are well valued and respected—and, most importantly, differentiated.

The same can be said of apparent co-creativity in more straightforward examples.  The writer and her editor; the autobiographer and his ghost-writer; the songwriter and her lyricist are pursuing coincident but separate paths.

By contrast I have experienced what I believe to be true creativity only rarely.  This is because it calls for a degree of self-surrender and openness that can only occur in the most trusting of relationships.  That sense of totally losing oneself to the muse—to use the metaphor still for convenience, rather than rehearse the breakdown into living logic—is dangerous enough in the isolation of a solo music studio, late at night in Maida Vale.  To enter it with someone else present is a serious personal exposure.  Genuinely to share it and enter real dialogical co-creativity calls for little short of love.  I recall the horror I felt when, after completing a piece of incidental music I knew was really good, I played the tape over and over again for nearly an hour, chain-smoking and pacing around the studio in delight.  A colleague heard this through the door and said ‘you’re the only person I know that plays their own stuff so much’.  I was mortified.  To the outsider this was blatant narcissism.  I worked with headphones only for weeks afterwards: creative reticence, perhaps.

True co-creativity may be rare, but there is another form in which these ideas move into the second person.  This is in the communication of enthusiasm and passion, and the engendering of creativity in others.  Like the spark we imagine, but do not actually see, between Michelangelo’s God and Adam in the Sistine Chapel, creativity can ignite in the air between people and set up intricate chains of development as ideas are absorbed into new psyches and so transformed.

I believe that living logic in full flight is extraordinarily seductive.  It is the compelling attraction of mind-in-action: why we find people who give addresses without notes more appealing than those who read from a script.  As Jonathan Harvey wrote above, ‘It is exciting, intoxicating, lucid, as seductive and sometimes as fatal as a siren, wayward, elusive, yet essential and infallible to the point of divinity’
.  Freeing up one’s own sense-generation from the prison of rationality can set up a kind of chain reaction in others, who enter a synchronous state.  Sense-engines work in parallel.  The living reasoning that drives leaps of truth for one becomes shared by the other; we have created learning through inspiration.  That scent of disturbance and lack of control and being outside the comfort zone recurs.  Perhaps this is because the leaps and linkages that operate when ideas are expounded with the enthusiasm characteristic of living-logic-in-action are deeply grounded in the human condition.  This is the language of intuition and instinct.  It is appealing in some well-earthed, fundamental way.  It is, truly, common sense, and can be examined in more detail in samples of tape-recorded encounters.

But how does this atomic-level investigation translate up to the higher scale?  To answer this I want to examine the real chain of development that led to the self-directed day for the seventh CARPP5 workshop on October 29 1999, organised by myself and Eleanor Lohr, because I believe it exemplified this transfer and growth of creativity within a group.  Crucially, the preparatory sessions had that ‘breathed atmosphere, a scent’ of the creative spirit at work.  I wrote in a journal at the time, ‘I find that feelings, notions, ideas, well-springs that have been left dry are beginning to come alive.  Old feelings of excitement, drive, energy, re-awaken.’  It became an exciting project to work on.

After the fifth workshop I had encountered feelings of great frustration about how the course was going.  I was feeling isolated and cheated and angry.  It was a classic depressive position (Klein), ripe for creative flow.  On getting back to London I wrote furiously, including the following:

I noticed how much I have awkward, difficult, non-compliant reactions to parts of the programme.  I can voice these thoughts, occasionally, and cause offence or appear cruel or rude; or attempt rather inadequately to suppress them and become remote or aloof.  I agonise about whether I am ‘right’ in CARPP, and I notice a strong antipathy to many of the notions I feel are being sold.  These are, principally, the Green politics—back-to-nature, saving-the-world; and the Oppression politics, in which moral axioms seem to be set up (axiomatic, and therefore off-limits for critique) about oppressed people and authoritative people.  Maybe this is not real—in which case, I have to ask where the misconceptions come from.  But I cannot imagine discussing, for example, the work I have recently completed to defend a large corporation against an equal pay claim from a female ex-employee at Employment Tribunal.  I was with Goliath against David, and completely at ease with that, yet I feel CARPP would prefer to be on David’s side.  These things puzzle me deeply, especially when they are manifest in something called a Management School, and edge out more positive reactions to the CARPP environment.

But while driving back after the last session, a new thought came into my mind which was, I realised, in tune with natural instincts to poke, shake, innovate, and change.  The thought was this: to set up an alternative, ‘Fringe’ CARPP.  I imagined the process of proposing, via email, to individuals I thought might be interested, small discussion groups on current management topics.  These might include, say, cultural change from public service to commercial; gender in leadership; motivation, reward and recognition; driving change—top-down, bottom-up, middle-out; and so on.  I imagined a framework for meetings which would deliberately promote the sharing of experience: include, perhaps, ten minute presentations on how individuals saw the issue from their point of view, followed by questions and debate.  I imagined setting these up on the afternoon or evening before the main session started, perhaps in a function room somewhere over a pub.

I was fascinated by the fact that it felt subversive and ironic to propose clandestine study sessions about management, in a Management School.  I also wondered about how that would ultimately develop.  As I walked the idea forward in my mind I could foresee quite an uncomfortable clash, a possibility of division being set up within the group, between ‘fors’ and ‘againsts’ the idea of a Fringe CARPP (which, ironically, focused on very non-alternative, establishment ideas like Management Best Practice).  These thoughts slowed me down a bit.  But I still reflected on the fact that, in the end, for me the way forward for what I saw as a personal block had emerged as an option for personal, unilateral action.  This was a huge release.  The agonising subsided.  Something new had arrived, to blot it out.

I talked this over with my wife, who added other perspectives.  Why not, first, try an option within the establishment framework, before breaking out of it?  Prepare a better articulated proposal with a structure for delivery (how to elicit volunteers, requirement for 10 minute presentations, etc.) as, perhaps, an elective session within the next CARPP workshop, so that those who want to partake can do so, and others can pursue their own topics, too.  This was beginning to follow a familiar sequence—take a new idea, then expose it to others in order to develop it and make it realisable.

Now at this point I want to set aside the content of this internal debate.  Whether or not CARPP has a political agenda is irrelevant.  What is interesting is what I was feeling about it, and what that feeling led to.  I was virtually on the point of booking a room and sending out the emails.  I had the basics of a complete system worked out.  What was happening was the translation from strong feeling to creation; anger moving swiftly into a powerfully-drawn, broad-brush outline of a new system, ready to be modified and shaped through dialogue with others, accompanied, most tellingly, by a strong feeling of rightness and release.

This was the first link in the chain.  In the light of later events, some elements in the content are worth pulling out.

 The idea of a subversive group run by course members, not course leaders

 Presentations on topics of personal interest

 Focus on management issues

 Promote the sharing of experience

 Connecting using email

I also note that rightness motif again at the end: this was an example of multiple rightnesses operating now in a written piece rather than a composition.

After some self-doubt (the creative reticence effect) I shared this writing a few weeks later with the other members of my supervision group at the next, sixth, workshop.  I also talked about the idea of a Fringe CARPP with two members of another supervision group that evening over dinner, in light conversation, using the fairly energetic language typical of the piece quoted above.  I added, also, the notion of wanting to find out more about the practices of other group members, but otherwise left out much of the detail above.  These two actions represent further links in the chain.

The next day, during the plenary debate on what the content of the seventh workshop should be, a suggestion to hand the day over to the course members came up.  It came not from me, nor my immediate supervision group peers, nor either of the two I had spoken to over dinner, but from their supervision group leader.  How the ideas had transformed within that supervision group, or even whether they had been mentioned at all, I do not know: but what appeared to be happening was another link in the chain, as if the ideas were now growing of their own accord within the larger group.

Here, then, was an example of how ideas, pre-charged with outcome—an event driven by the course members, about their own practices—could track an unplanned course through others.  Outcome was not even held lightly.  It was not held at all, as far as I was concerned, and there was no sense of conscious driving.  Those ideas had changed and developed as time moved forward, one triggering the next, and the next, and the next.  Why was the tenor line an upward arpeggio?  Because it was answering the soprano line.  Why did the idea to hand a workshop over to the course members come up—an apparently spontaneous proposal in a live meeting?  ‘Because’ driving home in the car over two months previously I had, in anger, imagined a framework for subversive meetings which would deliberately promote the sharing of experience.  There was, at least for me, a living connection, a living logic, operating now in the second and third person domains, as others were touched indirectly by those initial ideas and took them into their own creative systems.

Lest this be interpreted as a power-claim to be the originator of what turned out to be quite a seminal event, I do not see it that way.  That would imply some sense of objective, a sense of outcome held tightly.  One could develop arguments about connection with the Zeitgeist of CARPP5.  I see it more as a pebble thrown in a pond, with no conscious intent as to where the ripples ended up.

The reflections set out here have all come about since the October event and its build up, so there is no sense in which they were consciously applied in the course of those actions.  No ‘new strategy of action’ was invented (Schön).  However, another link in the chain was the feedback given to the two of us nominated to organise the event during the supervision group following the plenary debate, in which we were encouraged by our peers to make the event as ‘participatory’ as possible.  In our subsequent discussion at the end of the day we took this idea, in turn, and decided to avoid an approach which sought to close down the creative process by arriving too quickly at a fixed agenda, and instead to try to encourage an approach that was as open as possible to outcome.  With hindsight this strategy fits well with an aspiration to hold outcome lightly and give living logic space and value.  However, at the time, the drivers were a combination of instinct and a wilful, even mischievous, desire to do the opposite of the obvious: to ‘anti-organise’ the event.  We talked together about our respective senses of naughtiness.

The downside of that overbearing sense of rightness was present, too—the ‘arrogance, vanity, and lack of humility’.  In an off-guard moment I said in the afternoon supervision group that I could ‘organise this standing on my head’.  I was suitably chastised.  It felt like that day when I played the finished music cue over and over again and was heard through the studio door.  I tried to disentangle this in a journal entry shortly afterwards:

The other side of ‘a lack of humility’ (in-humility?) is ‘not contemplating the possibility of failure’.  And this is what I feel, when the fire burns.  Consciousness of the possibility of failure is like the ropes that hold the balloon down to the ground; they are constraints, they stop the balloon living.  For me, when the project is right they just don’t exist—which presents as confidence and enthusiasm of the positive side of the coin, arrogance and lack of humility on the other.  It is also the route to risk taking.  I know that the fire leads to a preparedness for risk: but risk for me is not a question of calculating the down side and choosing to dismiss it—it is just simply that there is no downside.  A blind diver walks out on to a diving board high above a swimming pool that has been drained.  To a watcher, he is taking the risk; to himself—he’s just diving.  And by the time he gets to worry about it he will be dead anyway.

A rather gruesome image, perhaps, but what I wrote in the heat of the moment.  Clearly that ‘smell of danger, too, of disturbance and lack of control, of being outside the comfort zone’ was extremely strong.

There is little difference between this in-humility and that sense of channelling in writing South China Seas.  It was, just, right.  Here is Francisco Varela’s version of the same sentiment:

We take a stand and make a declaration to create a new reality.  This is not an arbitrary statement, for in our being we have this inner certainty we can reinvent the world to this extent.  We sense the time is right; the reality is already in the system waiting to be brought forth.

In a spirit of ‘anti-organisation’, therefore, we set out to avoid closing down and encourage open contribution (by email—that idea went straight through without touching the sides!):

So in setting up this event, we want to leave the Good Organiser hats behind, and instead examine how we can behave so as to encourage and promote a participatory approach, so that, in the end, rather than think “the day was organised well/badly/indifferently”, we can all just think, “It was our day, and I learned from it”.

We are guessing that the process will probably run in three main phases, and we are going to meet together at what we hope are the turning points between them.

The first is articulating the possibilities: inviting everyone, quickly, if they wish, to offer a contribution that represents expertise, enquiry or ideas from their own practice, and also, if they wish, to encourage others in the group from whom they would like to hear.  Some might be thinking, “I would really like to do something about xyz, but I know I haven’t the time to prepare”.  Please, offer it anyway—don’t snuff out the creativity right from the start!  This is not, yet, a commitment: it’s an exploration.

The second phase is the chaotic bit—where people react, add, switch off, encourage, criticise, join together, drop out, raise red herrings, collude, praise, sulk, rejoin, offer new ideas, and generally, ‘participate’.  ’Nuff said.

The third is commitment, when we get clarity about who is committing to do what, with sufficient time and resources available.  And then the fourth bit—doing it.

It would be possible here to analyse the whole sequence of some 70 emails that led up to, and immediately succeeded, the day itself, but to do so would slow down the flow and only be repeating the points about openness to outcome.  This emerged as a pivotal issue throughout, as we strained to find the right balance between the ‘hygienic’ issues of timetabling and whether or not to hire an overhead projector, with the desire to preserve as pristine an openness as possible.

For the purpose of thinking about the themes I have been inquiring about in this paper, however, it is the way that ideas linked and grew across the group in the early stages that is most relevant.  From that initial spark comprising subversion, management issues, ten-minute talks, multiple small discussion groups, sharing of experience and setting up via email, some ideas emerged virtually unchanged (email), while others underwent strange and fantastical inversions and reversions as they emerged into the reality of the day itself.

I cannot quite, yet, find a way through from the ideas of living logic set out around first person creativity to this ultimate proliferation of ideas in the second and third person.  To try at this stage would break the rule of allowing the conclusions of the narrative to settle and lie.  Yet I sense they are at least of a kind.  The same aura of logic applies, the same consciousness of little decisions, made independently, giving each other reasons to be and contributing to form an emergent whole that has the smell of rightness about it.  This requires more work.

In the mean time, however, I also sense that an important first step is to examine what goes on inside that first creative moment when my living logic thrives and becomes synchronous with yours.  I have two test statements that might prompt further thinking:

When my living logic is synchronous with yours, then learning happens.

When my living logic is synchronous with the world around me, I experience mystery.

These propositions are about the application of creative processes within relationships: the spark across the fingers between God and Adam.  They begin to link into the third question.

I stated earlier that I believe living logic in full flight is extraordinarily seductive.  Francisco Varela again:

When we are in touch with our ‘open nature’, our emptiness, we exert an enormous attraction to other human beings.  There is great magnetism in that state of being which has been called by Trungpa ‘authentic presence’.  ..  Isn’t that beautiful?  And if others are in that same space or entering it, they resonate with us and immediately doors are open to us.  It is not strange or mystical.  It is part of the natural order.

If my thinking to date is right, part of that magnetism is living logic in action.  But there has to be a relationship of significance between first and second person for the spark to ignite.  Although Varela is talking of the spiritual realm here, I want to keep feet on the ground.  His resonance is, at least in part, encouraged by some of the simple processes of good management, such as active listening and empathising.  This is the route through to answering my third question: how do I reconcile this position, that truly powerful creativity is somewhat serendipitous and only minimally outcome-driven, with the real world of business objectives, targets and bottom lines?  It exposes the heart of the personal value issues here, and the part of the inquiry process that is not to do with abstract ideas such as living logic, but with self-understanding.

I have perhaps painted a picture of some ideal creative framework in which respect is given to play, time is of little importance, objectives exist only as vague back-of-the-mind consciousnesses rather than full-in-your-face imperatives.  This is hardly credible for writing applied music, let alone managing a business.  Where is planning?  Where are milestones and measurements?  And surely deadlines existed, even for ‘South China Seas’?  If this creativity is fundamentally just about waiting for good thoughts to happen by, how do you create shareholder value from that?
In mitigation, what I have been trying to explore is the world of really inspired ideas-generation, rather than the mere run-of-the-mill.  Those that set off chains of further creativity in others and so propagate through a system; that give delight, and hurt not.  But for every piece I wrote during my career as a composer that was truly of this calibre and felt right, there were ten or twenty that were just workmanlike, professional, appropriate.

Nevertheless this is evading the question.  Where do these observations about the nature of creativity fit within my practice as a manager?  By this I mean the real world of management, not a consultant’s dream.  It is not too difficult to construct visions of how organisations ought to behave in a post-Newtonian, creativity-driven utopia, full of ‘we must..’ and ‘organisations of the future will have to…’ statements.  My experience is that the majority may, perhaps, aspire, but very few achieve in practice.

To answer these questions I have to account for where I am now, eighteen years after visiting the Indonesian Embassy to record the instruments of the gamelan and playing with obscure tunings on a new music synthesiser.  In condensed terms that career in management ended up in a senior operations-management role in charge of the BBC’s London-based post production staff, a highly creative group of Film and VT Editors, Sound Mixers and other television technicians.  It moved into championing change, bringing in several big shifts in culture and shape, and ended with nowhere else to go at the moment when another round of redundancies was called for.  It is now moving into consultancy.

Much of this included ‘having good ideas’.  Some were simple, operating at first person level only, such as inventing the winning formula at ACAS that broke a strike among Film Editors in 1992 which was threatening the BBC’s coverage of the General Election.  Others were much more substantial, affecting large numbers of people, such as how to transform the structure of an entire business of 750 editors, graphic designers and other creatives.  This is documented elsewhere
 and for these purposes needs only a summary: it constituted major change and was conducted through a huge co-operative process involving a team of 4 leaders, 30 or so focus groups and many local design teams.  We jointly created an entirely new concept of what services we provided, successfully shifting from the old supply-side control model in which users of the services were allocated staff and facilities, to one which responded to free choice and positioned well-branded distinct services that flexed to customer demand.  Yet shortly after this was achieved—my personal magnum opus—there was a change in senior management, virtually the whole creation was dismantled, and I was made redundant.  Here was creativity hitting the buffers.  Although it was hailed as conceptually exciting and innovative, we were lambasted for ‘not keeping our eyes on the ball’ and letting the bottom line go.  It was criticised for losing connection with outcome, which was, in this case, improved financial viability.  There was no reconciliation here between my position about truly powerful creativity and the real world of business objectives: the creativity was just annihilated.  It is, in part, to make sense of this wound that I am making this inquiry.

When I was made redundant I took advantage of some personal coaching as part of the package.  This comprised some twenty or so hour-and-a-half sessions over the course of a year, in which we spent a lot of time teasing out what qualities I brought to my work to date and inquiring, jointly, into what I wanted my practice to be.  One of the strongest centres of gravity we found during these sessions was this quality of empathy and closeness.  We drew it out from vignettes of experiences over the previous few years, including stories of helping people solve problems without prescribing solutions, finding more generous forms of leadership, and even, bizarrely, dismissing people for under-performance.  These are accounted for at greater length in other writing
.

Here is part of a transcript of one of those coaching conversations (we taped some of them), in which the coach is reflecting back the substance of a prolonged dialogue about empathy and what it might mean in the changed context of consultancy rather than direct management.  He is speaking ‘as me’, in reflective mode:

What I note from the book [a Leaving Book of valedictories and good wishes from ex-colleagues that we had been discussing], what I see in myself, what I hear when people say that I have been available and that I have been quite charismatic at times, is my readiness to really get in and live it with them, suffer it with them, and share it with them.  That, I perceive, means a lot to other people, and it gives a lot to me, in terms of my sense of who I am, of..  not so much who I am, it’s something about ‘that meets my need to be needed quite well’ [me—Yes, yes..] And it’s pretty, the word you use is ‘extravagant’—what you’re saying is it’s pretty strong stuff, and there’s a strong emotionality when you talk about it, it’s powerful.  And I find myself thinking as you’re saying that, I don’t know, it’s something around inquiring as to what being helpful really does look like when separated from one’s own neediness.

What I was thinking was, isn’t it the case as to someone who is offering external support that one needs to be highly responsive, not overlaying solutions, of really understanding what that person’s world is like, and helping them address it in ways which are ‘them’ rather than ‘you’, and help to make progress with their own command and resource in it.  That’s quite a sophisticated process and has its degree of distance involved.  One adds value by the very fact of that outside degree of distance.  …

And then in commentary phase I am saying, yes, and I wonder what really helping people grow is like.  I have heard you saying a lot about empowerment, and yet there is something about, not what you’re doing to them, not what you’re doing, it’s this ‘extravagant’ quality, which makes me wonder, at how good you have always been at seeing the need of the other, as opposed to simply empathising, and being alongside.  Which is a most important thing—I mean, that is of absolute value.  And yet it doesn’t quite allow for the degree of distance, which can help.

This is beginning to identify the nature of that relationship of significance between first and second person which sets the environment for living logic to thrive.  It forms the basis of a claim about the qualities I believe I bring to my practice, how I can improve them, and also answers the question posed about how these ideas fit together in the world of management.

It is not just an issue of reconciling some idealised realm of perfect, free, unbounded creativity with the real world of time and required outcomes—although the tension between the two will always be present as a driver.  In a sense it is a non-question.  It falls into the trap laid out at the beginning of this paper, in which creativity in management is about inspiration and flashes of insight, good ideas.  This is wrong.  It is not a toy, nor a pat process one can look up in The Fifth Discipline and run a course on.

I believe the heart of creativity in management is about how empathy, or ‘being alongside’, or Varela’s resonance, together with the seductiveness of living logic, can work to enable not only the mutual creation of exciting ideas, but their propagation and development through others.  These are growth metaphors.  This is about promoting growth.  What matters is not the ideas themselves, which may fail or succeed as serendipity, circumstance or bottom line dictates.  I have painful evidence that they do.  Instead it is the sharing of that extraordinary state, that scent, where conviction and clarity come easily.  This is where living logic moves with confidence into the second person—where it is coupled with closeness and openness to others.  I stop short of using the word ‘love’, though perhaps it is there, at the heart.

Does this paper represent living logic in action?  It has been written with only a minimal sense of desired outcome (other than hitting a deadline).  It has inconsistencies that I am happy to let lie, such as condemning the dissection of creativity at the beginning and then proceeding to do exactly that.  It has several open threads, such as the suggested link from living logic to mystery.  It is playing with the extrapolation of insights from one field into others, to see what happens, because it seems like ‘the right thing to do’.  It is still waiting for truth to emerge.

I feel I am searching to express a different kind of knowing which recognises time and the linear explication of living meaning as crucial dimensions.  It is a struggle to express it because meaning runs away the moment it is created.  Yet if the reader can be excited by this, as you track my living logic and will me, now, to write a next sentence that you want and know to be the right sentence, then living logic exists, and has been communicated.

Appendix: Mozart, The Concerto for Two Pianos, k.365

(Band 3 on the tape: Emil and Elena Gilels, Vienna Philharmonic, Karl Bohm)

Start with a great, fat, rumbustious trill on both pianos, and a busy, rhetorical punctuation mark; then the harmony opens up a little and we have a classic, school-book opening subject, dry, workmanlike.  The orchestra takes it up rather lazily.  There’s nothing much happening here.  He puts in a few mild twists, but it’s a largely uneventful, professional first movement.  But that’s the point.  You realise that the harmonic structure he’s using is the same as what he is about to give you in the killing second movement; you can take your own mind forward to what is to come, but he won’t let you, yet.

Then the second movement starts.  He wrote this concerto in 1779, after a disastrous trip to Paris, during which his mother died.  Already he was falling out of favour at court.  He wrote it to play with his sister.  It was only performed once.  Yet this movement manages to catch every emotion they can possibly be—including joy (only Mozart has ever really been able to express joy)—without any sense of the maudlin or the tragic.  He begins with a trill again, but on one piano this time, while the other begins with a slight, spare theme, hardly more than a cadence with a couple of question marks added, then repeated.  It is over a sustained cor anglais, darkening the mood.  But then the orchestra answers and the earth shifts.  In come the high strings, a dripping, falling line of chromatic descents, tiny steps, each phrase comprising a two-note slur and then a minute double punctuation.  One would conduct this with hardly a movement of the hand; perhaps just a crooked finger; the strings have to hold this phrase in the air, alone, groundless.  It cannot stay up there; back come the cellos and violas to lead us back down.

Then the second subject.  Spare, hollow, a single-layered monotonic line in the right hand over simple pedal-and-3-triads accompaniment in the left.  Dissonances.  There is something deeply wrong here.  He comes in with leading-note phrases that are barely within the harmonic boundaries, that makes you wince.  We are in the darkest corners here.  But he gives the orchestra a resolving theme that transcends everything and reduces you to water.  It’s a falling theme again, but this time the intervals are large and the orchestra is full.  The harmonies have been used a million times before and since, the classic tonic-dominant-submediant-subdominant-cadential 6/4 sequence of a thousand popular songs.  What were the tiny steps of the earlier tears are now sweeping, airy strides; as if, at last, he can weep properly for the death of his mother.  But they are still in the major key.  And he has one more blow to inflict.  Back comes the first falling sequence again, suspended in the air, on the violins; this is the third time we have heard it now, we know it, it’s comfortable; but he knifes us, by taking the last harmony in the sequence and turning it minor.  You catch your breath.  This is beyond grief.  This is somewhere lower than grief.  There is nowhere to go.  It is the single most despairing moment in his work—in all music, for me.  It lasts, what, half a second, but that wound at the centre of the piece fills the whole of it.

So he has reduced you to nothing.  You are completely helpless.  What can he do in a third movement to bring back life?  It’s simple: he flicks the orchestra around, tosses a ball in the air and transmits—pure joy.  Suddenly he’s giggling.  In comes a nursery-rhyme tune, something a child might make up as a skipping rhyme, rum-ti-tum; yet it is held in adult hands, expertly thrown around the registers of the orchestra.  And after a while you realise that, just as in the first movement he gave us a workmanlike, plain statement of the harmonic structure he was going to transform, devastatingly, in the second movement, so this nursery rhyme in the third is the same thing as that sweeping, striding, weeping theme of the second.  But he’s given it the rhythm of a child.  How can he do this?  Schaeffer is right; Salieri knows—this is God speaking.  It is childlike, but held with such infinite care; little scurrying, silvery viola lines cluster around it like putti in a Titian painting, holding it up.  But how can you end this, Mozart?  It has to stop, but how will you do it?  He finds the cadenza; restrained bravura, no pomposity.  And in comes, out of nowhere, a liquid, lilting phrase between the two pianos, soft, like a curl of hair on a sleeping child’s forehead.  It goes away again into nothing, but it is enough to show you to the exit.  The orchestra puts in a simple full stop, and he lets us go.

Oh, Mozart.  For you this was just tossed off in a few weeks.  No doubt you needed the money.  Yet it embodies the most fulfilling marriage of form and content, order and chaos, infinite complexity and the skip of a nursery rhyme.  It is Apollo speaking through you.  Dionysus is sleeping off his hangover.  Everything there is to say, to love, to admire, to understand, is here, in a worn vinyl record.
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